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SPINNING  SONG 

From  "The  Flying  Dutchman" 


RICHARD 

Transcribed  by 

This  is,  of  course,  the  famous  scene  of  the  spin- 
ning maidens  at  the  beginning  of  the  Second  Act 
of  Wagner's  opera,  "The  Flying  Dutchman." 
The  friends  of  Senta  are  gathered  in  her  father's 
home,  at  their  spinning.  Over  the  door  hangs 
the  picture  of  the  doomed  sailor  who  is  the  hero 
of  the  old  legend.  His  story,  which  she  has  often- 
times told,  has  stirred  compassion  in  Senta,  and 
.  from  time  to  time  she  turns  her  eyes  to  the  picture 
in  the  intervals  of  the  spinning.  These  points  are 
indicated  in  the  score,  where  the  principal  motive 
characterizing  the  Flying  Dutchman  interrupts 
the  flow  of  the  spinning-song. 

The  masterly  transcription  of  Liszt  requires 
little  analysis,  but  as  a  study  in  contrasts,  it  is  well- 
nigh  endless  in  possibilities.  It  is  very  easily  dis- 
torted beyond  recognition,  if  the  player's  fingers 
be  not  light  enough  to  play  the  passages  cleanly, 
or  not  firm  enough  to  strike  the  accents  with  a 
certain  brusqueness  which  is  essential  to  the  lilt 
of  the  whole  composition.  The  Spinning  Song  is 
a  frank,  theme,  and  must  be  played  as  such,  with- 
out affectation  and  without  hurrying  the  tempo. 

The  slurs  in  this  work  do  not  indicate  legato, 
but  show  merely  the  phrasing,  as  is  usual  in  the 
works  of  Liszt.  It  is  well  not  to  begin  the  com- 
position in  a  tempo  which  is  as  fast  as  the 
one  that  is  expected  to  follow  upon  the  sec- 
ond page.  The  motion  of  the  spinning-wheel 
must  always  be  in  evidence,  but  only  as  an 
accompaniment  to  the  melody.  When  a  ri- 
tardando  is  made,  the  whole  phrase  should  be 
retarded,  not  individual  notes;  the  Liszt  style, 
"which  is  declamatory,  demands  the  conception  of 
the  rhetorical  unit,  the  phrase,  rather  than  that 
of  the  purely  musical  unit,  the  tone  or  chord. 

The  Spinning  Song  is  program  music  pure  and 
simple,  and  those  who  study  it  could  with  profit 
examine  the  piano  score  of  the  opera,  taking 
cognizance  of  the  words  and  stage  directions 
which  accompany  the  song.  Further,  the  great 
art  of  Liszt  in  transcribing  the  orchestral  score 
for  the  piano  will  become  evident.  He  has  taken 
countless  liberties,  yet  in  Liszt's  version  the  bril- 
liancy of  the  orchestra,  which  does  not  appear  at 
all  in  the  piano  score  of  the  opera,  is  immediately 
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apparent  at  more  nearly  its  full  value  through 
the  use  of  other  registers  of  the  keyboard,  and 
even  of  other  harmonies  when  occasion  demands. 

The  final  passage  is  often  hurried,  and  reduced 
to  a  mere  display,  which  Liszt,  judging  by  his 
marks  in  the  score,  did  not  intend — and  which 
also  is  highly  inartistic.  This  passage  should  be 
taken  with  a  half-pedal  on  the  first  count  of  each 
bar,  instantly  released,  the  soft  pedal  added  to- 
ward the  end.  The  whole  should  vanish  just 
before  the  final  chords  are  rejiched.  Then  after 
an  almost  inappreciable  pause,  these  chords 
should  be  played  ppp,  with  both  pedals,  or  if  pre- 
ferred, with  the  una  corda  pedal  alone.  The  ef- 
fect will  repay  any  difficulties  encountered  in 
producing  it. 

Finally,  it  should  always  be  borne  in  mind  that 
a  ritardando,  or  "ritenuto  a  piacere,"  is  with  Liszt 
always  a  highly  dramatic  moment,  and  must  be 
slightly  exaggerated  in  its  delivery. 

With  only  a  few  minor  exceptions,  the  original 
Liszt  fingering  is  here  preserved. 

Preparatory  to  studying  the  Spinning  Song,  the 
accompanying  exercises  should  be  mastered. 
Practise  Nos.  I  and  II  at  first  fortissimo  (ff) 
with  all  the  staccato  touches;  then  pianissimo 
ipp)  with  finger  staccato  alone;  then  {pp)  with 
strict  legato;  and  finally  (pp)  non-legato.  No. 
Ill  should  first  be  practised  in  gronps  of  three 
notes;  then  a  full  measure  to  a  phrase.  Nos.  IV 
to  VII  should  be  practised  each  at  least  ten  times 
before  going  to  the  next  Exercise. 

The  playing  of  the  final  passage  must  be  leg- 
gierissimo,  but  so  even  as  to  tone  quality  between 
the  two  hands  that  the  effect  produced  is  one  of 
legato,  as  much  of  a  singing  legato  as  there  is 
room  for  in  a  purely  technical  passage. 

The  dreamy  horn  motive  that  occurs  twice 
should  be  played  with  a  full  understanding  of  its 
portent  in  connection  with  the  action  that  is  de- 
picted. As  the  spinner's  thoughts  wander  to  the 
far-distant  beloved,  her  hands  drop,  the  foot  hesi- 
tates, the  spinning  wheel  stops,  and  for  a  moment 
■her  work  entirely  ceases;  then  the  glances  of  her 
"spinning  associates"  interrupt  her  meditation, 
and  she  resumes  her  work. 
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UNIVERSITY  WAGNER-LISZT:  Spinning  Song  ARTIST  GRADE 

COURSE  CHAPTER  XII 

CHAPTER  EXAMINATION 

1.  What  is  the  legend  of  "The  Flying  Dutchman?" 

2.  Is  the  Spinning  Song  a  vocal  or  an  instrumental  number  in  the  opera? 

3.  What  kind  of  an  accompaniment  figure  has  Wagner  introduced  to  represent  the  motion 
of  the  spinning  wheels? 

4.  How  should  the  pedal  be  used  in  the  final  passage? 

5.  Does  the  Liszt  style  apply  to  the  rhetorical  unit  or  the  musical  unit? 


6.     How  many  parts  are  required  to  represent  the  voices  of  the  Spinning  Song?  to  represent 
the  spinning  of  the  wheel? 


7.    Write  from  memory  a  few  measures  of  the  song  and  in  the  Key  of  C. 


8.     Define:  leggierissimo,  ritenuto  a  piache. 


9.    What  did  Wagner  depict  by  the  use  of  the  horn  motive? 


10.     Name  some  famous  spinning  songs. 
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